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North Daktfan was soldier of fortune 


One of the most active 
"soldiers of fortune” from 
the U.S. in the 20th century 
was born in Flasher. North 
Dakota. Hilaire du Berrier 
had active roles in wars in 
Africa, Europe and Asia, 
serving mainly as a pilot 
and spy. 

He was arrested three 
times, becoming a prisoner 
in Ethiopia, Spain and 
China. Some of the other 
countries in which he car¬ 
ried out covert activities 
included France. Yemen, 
Somalia, Turkey, the Balka¬ 
ns, Greece, India, Borneo, 
Korea and Vietnam. 

Harold Thomas Berrier 
was born Nov. 1,1906, in 
Flasher, to William and 
Friedricka "Fannie" 
(Schlosser) Berrier. William 
Berrier was a hide and fur 
merchant when he selected 
a site 35 miles south of 
Mandan on Jan. 1,1903, to 
build a home and raise a 
family 

Deciding that it was a 
good location to establish a 
town, the land was platted, 
and he erected a building to 
serve as a general store, post 
office and telephone 
exchange. The town was 
originally named Iowa City 
and then changed to Berri¬ 
er, but when that was reject¬ 
ed by postal officials, it was 
given the name Flasher. As 
the town grew. William 
Berrier also established a 
bank, opera house and city 
hall. His wife started the 
town’s first newspaper, 
which she published for six 
years. 

Their son was the first 
child born in Flasher. Most 
of the neighboring children 
were Sioux Indians, and 
they became his playmates. 
He soon became conversant 
in their language and 
acquired a number of their 
traits, including bravery and 
accepting dangerous chal¬ 
lenges. He loved to read his¬ 
torical novels about knights 
who came to the rescue of 
European monarchs. 
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In [2, William Berrier 
took Kamiiy to Mandan 
to attll the Morton Coun¬ 
ty FuiJne of the highlights 
was f ing exhibition by a 
stunt ol. After the plane 
landJdu Berrier mshed 
over meet the pilot and 
exanfc the airplane. 
Immlately, he developed 
a ne|assion, to become a 
pilott 

Vfam Berrier died in 
1915»id soon after, Fannie 
Berrfond her son moved 
to Hlholdl, Iowa. 

Dperrier had been 
close his father, and now 
havijless discipline 
bec;^ difficult. In 1920, 
his i^her made the deci- 
siori send him to a 
schqwhere discipline 
washigh priority and 
enrtfd him at the Pills- 
burjlilitarv Academy 
(nojhe Piilsbury Baptist 
■' ^ .ollege) inOwaton- 
nnesola. 
detested his first 
insisted his class- 
call him "Hal.” 
jgh he enjoyed the 
ry aspects of the 
sclil, he remained a 
pnister. In 1924, a month 
beljc graduation, the 
adiiistration decided they 
hacut up with his antics 
loijcmough and he was 
exiled. 

li Berrier, a gifted 
paler, returned to Hum¬ 
bert and, after borrowing 
mjey from an uncle, 
dtiled to go into business 
asjcommercial artist. He 
seired orders from local 
bilnessmen to make dis- 
|)lf signs. 

|o save money he pur- 
cl|s(‘d water paints. The 
sips looked very nice, and 
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he was paid for his work. 
However, their appreciation 
of his art work was short¬ 
lived because, after the first 
rain, the signs were worth¬ 
less. Rather than refund his 
customers, he skipped town 
and moved to Chicago. 

He attended the Heath 
School of Aviation in Chica¬ 
go and worked part-time as 
an artist with ad agencies 
and department stores. It 
was at the school that he 
met stunt pilot Dick Powell. 
The pilot had an aerial cir¬ 
cus called "Powell's Flying 
Aces” and was looking for 
another stunt performer to 
join his circus. 

When du Berrier showed 
an interest, Powell taught 
him how to walk on the air¬ 
plane wings, hang by his 
toes from a rope ladder and 
move from one airplane to 
another while both planes 
were in the air. When du 
Berrier obtained his pilot’s 
license in 1927, he decided 
to establish his own flying 
circus. 

In researching his 
genealogy, du Berrier dis¬ 
covered that his surname 
was originally du Berrier, 
and he called his enterprise 
"Du Berrier’s Flying Circus.” 
During the latter 1920s, his 
shows did well, drawing 
large crowds to witness the 
daring feats he and others 
performed in the air. How¬ 
ever, in the early ’30s, pay¬ 
ing customers dwindled 
because of the Great 
Depression. When he 
found out that a rival tried 
to kill him by putting acid 
on his rope ladder, he 
decided to disband his cir¬ 
cus. 

His mother’s sister, Caro¬ 
line, was married to Charles 
H. Burke, a former U.S. con¬ 
gressman from South Dako¬ 
ta and the U.S. Commis¬ 
sioner of Indian Affairs. 

After he was appointed as a 
U.S. commissioner of the 
French Colonial Exposition 
in Paris, du Berrier received 
permission to join him in 


1931. In order to obtain a 
resident’s permit, he had to 
change his first name to 
that of a saint, and he chose 
Hilaire. 

Hilaire du Berrier loved 
Paris. He spent many hours 
at the Paris cafes, where he 
became friends with Ameri¬ 
can expatriates like Ernest 
Hemingway and Henry 
Miller. One of the groups 
that frequented the cafes 
was World War I pilots. The 
person who welcomed him 
into that group was Charles 
Sweeny the first American 
colonel of the French For¬ 
eign Legion. Du Berrier was 
accepted because of his 
exploits as a barnstorming 
pilot. 

To earn money to stay in 
Fr 2 Lnce, du Berrier was hired 
as manager of a Monte 
Carlo ni^tclub. In 1935, he 
received word that Italy was 
about to invade Ethiopia. 

He volunteered his services 
as a pilot to Ethiopian 
Emperor Haile Selassie. 
When he arrived at the 
Ethiopian capital in Addis 
Ababa, he was informed 
that the emperor was only 
able to secure the services 
of four airplanes. 

This was the initiation of 
du Berrier into the life of 
being a mercenary. For the 
next 25 years, he would face 
many challenges and dan¬ 
gers, but this was something 
he thoroughly enjoyed. 

We will continue the 
story of Hilaire du Berrier 
next week. 

(Reach Curt Eriksmoen at 
cjeriksmoen@cableone. net.) 
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